Cultural Constructs and Transatlantic (MIS)Perceptions of Americanism  by Rus, Dana
 Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  46 ( 2012 )  5480 – 5483 
1877-0428 © 2012 Published by Elsevier Ltd. Selection and/or peer review under responsibility of Prof. Dr. Hüseyin Uzunboylu   
doi: 10.1016/j.sbspro.2012.06.461 
WCES 2012 
Cultural constructs and transatlantic (MIS)perceptions of 
Americanism 
 
Dana Rus*  
Petru Maior University, 1 Nicolae Iorga St. , Tg. Mures, 540088Mures, Romania 
Abstract 
The externalization of American studies and the dynamics of their perception from the outside, in a western-centered globalized 
world, have led to multiple configurations of Americanism and to a particularization of its previously monolithical, mainly 
exceptionalist type of discourse.  The focus on the reception space is essential in the communication of American culturemes, as 
the receiver shapes the message according to the cultural, historical and ideological data it is subjected to. The contemporary 
misperceptions of Americanism, reinforced by the challenges that capitalism is currently facing, are the present-day 
manifestations of a long history of misrepresentations mostly mediated by popular culture and the media.  
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The role and importance of the American culture in the contemporary world is subject to controversy and debate. 
The 20th century labeled the expansion of Americanism as cultural imperialism
reflected a more and more globalizing world whose main agent of propagation was America. Terms as 
 eventually began to epitomize a set of worldwide fears related to the 
disappearance of national languages, traditions and cultural heritages and consequently gave rise to a strong anti-
American wave. However, the turn of the 21st century also marks a shift in this denunciation of American culture as 
an imperialistic and hegemonic agent, lifting the issue of cultural dominance to a more global level, with no direct 
reference to America.  John Tomlison (1999) dismisses American cultural dominance by interpreting it as the spread 
of modernity and as a process of a loss of local cultures rather than of cultural expansion. Similarly, Richard Pells 
of the cultural products received from abroad, which 
are then retransmitted to the rest of the planet, in an approach which gives a cosmopolitan perspective to the 
repudiated imperialist vision.  
Despite these opposing views, the mainstream perception of what Marshall McLuhan 
(1962) - and thus inaugurated a term which was going to make history  is that American mass culture has 
transformed the world into a replica of the United States. The standardization of economic practices, popular 
subcultures, societal policies or lifestyles creates a common ground which is either embraced and desired or 
repudiated and feared; a common ground whose origin is popularly acknowledged as American. 
The present study aims to address this ambivalence in the reception of originally American cultural products 
throughout the world. It is also intended to identify the elements which make the difference between acceptance and 
resistance to this American cultural transfer to the world.  
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For illustrating purposes, we shall present an example which was alluded to in the beginning of the study, as it is 
perhaps the most effective stereotypical portrayal of American cultural dominance: the 
 activists who destroyed a . He explained his act 
as  (James 2009)
food restaurant opened in Romania, in June 1995, the sales of the first day set a new record for Central Europe with 
an astounding number of 15000 customers. This is what one of them recollects of this cultural encounter with 
the meaning of real fats, cholesterol and sugar that anyone could afford to buy. Anyone but me. I entered and I 
bought the smallest glass of soda, the 250-milliliter one, 
kept the damn cardboard container for at least one month. I used to drink tap water from it, fooling myself that it 
was Cola from the  Mec  
the source of the cultural 
message is common for both instances described, the highly contrasting effects that it produced can be accounted for 
by considering the peculiarities of the factors involved in the process.  
Such an approach requires a reconsideration of the role undertaken by the elements involved in the cultural 
transfer, with the focus shifting from the source of the message (the American popular culture) to the space of 
Kennedy et al. 2001) implies 
a reconsideration of space, distance, perspective and context which become essential elements in the perception of 
American culture. The transatlantic reception of American culturemes illustrated in the example above is a highly 
subjective one, as it is conditioned by contextual differences. 
 This new emphasis on the role of the receiver is also in accordance with the principles of the New Americanism, 
whose scientific methods break with the traditional practices of Americanism deeply rooted in the monocultural 
norms of the exceptionalist discourses and focus on instances and processes of intercultural exchange. The cultural 
message is no longer univocal; its reception is conditioned by certain social, ideological, cultural and historical 
contexts which shape the cultural construct of America.  
The limitations imposed by specific contexts in re-creating images of America are at the same time the 
mechanism of assimilating and interpreting cultural messages. These multiple worlds have no objective 
referentiality as they are constituted by the historically determined imaginations of various individuals or groups of 
people.  
f theoretical 
framework. The spatial dimension, the difference of perspective and the particularities of the reception space 
(including historical, ideological, geopolitical and cultural considerations) lead to the conceptualization 
rasting results. Despite the identity of the original cultural message (embodying an iconic 
representation of American lifestyle) the two different codes of deciphering it have led to the attitudes presented 
above.  
The strong anti-American reaction noted  especially 
in the conditions of the contemporary challenges that the American system of values is facing worldwide  is 
emblematic for the space which shaped its formation. Although France and the United States are traditional allies, 
sharing a common set of western values and cultural norms, one cannot deny the existence of a persistent feeling of 
anti-Americanism in France, which is historically manifested and which ineluctably shapes cultural constructions of 
America. 
competition of both countries to claims of exceptionalism and universalism. As an illustration of this historically 
shaped attitude, table 1 presents the findings of a poll commissioned by the French American Foundation (2002 and 
2005) and by Le Figaro Magazine (June 2004), reporting on the words commonly evoked by America to the French 
people. 
 
Table 1. Words commonly evoked by America to the French 
 
% FAF 2002 Figaro 2004 FAF 2005 
Power 73 65 68 












One may easily observe that the imaged shaped by these evocative words are, with few exceptions, far from the 
exceptionalist character traditionally assumed by American culture, as it is an imaginary construct based on 
subjective criteria.  
The Romanian version of this imaginary construct is based on similarly subjective input, but against a totally 
different background. The communist experience has marked very clearly defined ideological boundaries between 
, Americanism gained a privileged position in Romanian imagination and it came to epitomize values that 
were missing: liberty, democracy, meritocracy, opportunity, but also material values. The main means of creating 
this cultural construct of America was  and still is  
of imaginative  therefore distorted  perceptions of Americanism. This process was further enhanced by the 
specific liminal position that Romania has had from several points of view: geographical, ideological, historical and 
- at Homi K. Bhabha defines as a space of liminality and ambiguity, and which 
characterizes Romanian experience, is partly responsible for reactions of fervent attachment to American icons seen 
both as a desire to totally adhere to their symbolism and also as an incapacity to do so.  
The peculiar position of Romania is not solely the consequence o
communism to capitalism, which would explain the appropriation and fervent embrace of American values. 
 Boia 
 This awkward position facilitates the search for and the 
attachment to superior, universally recognized cultural models and their emulation in everyday life.  
Further evidence for the reasons which permit the cultural constructions of ideas of America is offered by 
Alexander Kiossev (1999) who defines self-colonising cultures as import alien values and 
models of civilisation by themselves lovingly colonize their own authenticity through these foreign models
hbors, Europe, the 
 
 example of the many instances American fetishism which 
can be observed in Romanian society: an abuse of American terminology into language, the observance of 
traditionally American holidays, popular culture in all of its forms, the popularity of US lifestyle patterns such as 
shopping at the mall or eating an American breakfast. The mediascape makes it all happen.  This openly declared 
form of attachment to American values is an assertion of admiration, approval and solidarity with American cultural 
patterns.  
At the same time, a postcolonial theory would interpret the assertion of foreign values as a form of hybridization. 
-cola glass long after it was empty, just to give him 
the illusion of perpetuating a lifestyle he could not afford, but deeply desired, can be explained by what Homi 
one, which deprived individuals of the possibility of movement, of travelling and encountering other cultures  
either because of economic reasons or political ones  experience this sort of fetishization of other cultures as a form 
of cultural compensation and as a way of localizing global symbols.  
However, there is a strong element of delusion involved in this reduplication of symbols of an alien culture. The 
perception of Americanism in Romania and in other cultures as well  is inevitably biased because of a dual cause. 
Firstly, the main channel of propagation  the media  is hardly a true reflector of reality, being governed mostly by 
economic factors. the American 
Inequalities 47 42 45 
Wealth 42 41 33 
Violence 53 40 50 
Imperialism 33 33 31 
Liberty 20 28 15 
Energy 31 27 23 
Racism 39 25 29 
Naivety  19  
Youth  17  
Generosity  10  
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constructs the form and function which our own condition permits.  This delusional aspect which may occur in the 
cultural recreation of American culturemes in different spaces of articulation may become a source of identity due to 
the self-reflection that the creation of a fictional universe entails.  
- has become a truism whose negative 
aspects are hard to ignore, especially in the conditions of the contemporary challenges brought against capitalism  
and implicitly against America as its foremost representative  a reconsideration of the equation of the cultural 
transfer from America to the world in terms of the subjective decoding would lead to a more realistic 
understanding of the American cultural status in the world. 
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